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Can it really be 20 years since International School magazine was launched? And what a 20-year period it has been. Since 
1998 there have been enormous changes in the numbers and diversity of international schools, and at a pace that would 
have seemed unimaginable at the end of the twentieth century. Throughout that period International School magazine has 
observed, commented on and contributed to debate from the very centre of this most exciting of contexts.

Though none of us can know what changes the next 20 years have in store, we might hazard a guess that they will include 
increased sophistication of technology, increased global mobility, and increased emphasis on including an international 
dimension in the education of future generations. We might also speculate that not only will an international dimension to 
education be promulgated through international schools (however many there may be, in their different guises) but that 
it will also be increasingly high profile in national schools, whether private or state-funded – since it will not only be those 
experiencing a globally-mobile upbringing who will need to develop understanding of events in the world at large, and their 
effects across national and cultural boundaries.

In whatever ways change in the international school sector might manifest itself in the coming 20 years (and more!), 
International School magazine is well placed to continue to act as a hub for celebrating achievement, disseminating ideas, and 
offering support to those who share the challenges of promoting international education. And it can only do that if those 
who are closest to developments in international education continue to contribute stimulating, interesting and informative 
pieces of writing – as International School readers have been doing during the past 20 years. We look forward to continuing 
to work with International School magazine in observing, commenting on and contributing to future developments in this 
exciting context – please do help us in that task by continuing to send stimulating and interesting articles for publication!

Mary Hayden and Jeff Thompson, editors

We are celebrating 20 years of covering 
international education and the issues important 
to you! Help us shape the future....
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Read current and past issues, subscribe and submit 
your article ideas and feedback at www.is-mag.com
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People and places

Creative adolescents: 
exploration, 
expression, 
entrepreneurship
Hala Makarem wants to create a 
thriving future for our children
My Story
My passion to evolve the current education system towards 
honoring the human in each student, especially during the 
adolescent stage, was inspired by my great-grandmother, who 
was an education pioneer in her community, and by my own 
educational and professional journey. I was successful both 
at school and in my career, yet always felt that there was 
something critically missing.

I was part of a schooling system that honored academic 
achievement, focused on developing the rational mind and 
preparing us for higher education, while neglecting the creative 
self. With each step in my journey, I could see the mismatch 
between the acquired learning scope and the applied life field. 
I, like many people, had been oriented towards jobs and careers 
that are safe and bring the security of survival. In 2006, I had my 
final wake-up call. I realized that my success was not based on 

the knowledge I had gained at school and university, but in fact 
was a consequence of who I am – my creative life force! My voice 
and creative expression emerged, and I authored a journal book: 
‘into the dance of life’. I became an entrepreneur, developing a 
‘creative leadership’ program for adolescents and adults, and 
initiating nSite – a creative community space in Beirut, Lebanon.

Context
Both my children are International Baccalaureate (IB) graduates, 
and my family owns international schools in England and Qatar. 
Through their experiences, I witnessed a positive change in 
approaches to learning with the potential for a great deal more 
room for further development of human capacities. The strong 
calling now is for what I term the graduation of ‘the scientific 
artist’ and ‘the artistic scientist’, the graduation of ‘creative 
individuals’. 
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Who is this addressing? 

In this era of instantaneous change, there is an invitation 
to develop the creative qualities of our present and future 
leaders: the new generation. International schools, the hosts 
of diverse students of the world, have an edge and can make 
a major contribution to participating in awakening those 
capacities and putting them into practice. 

When will existing learning environments respond to our current 
times, full of intensity, rapid changes and shifts in directions?

The time is now. 

The Stakeholders – adolescent youth
Many of today’s adolescents are gifted, passionate creatives. 
Many feel disconnected from their authentic inner life force, 
and constrained by current learning environments and the 
expectations placed on them. This creates dilemmas even 
if they are academic achievers, which translates into social, 
emotional and mental diseases and traumas. Their needs are 
simple but have been very difficult to meet, until now:

Being empowered in their creativity and passions.
Having a safe space to share their gifts and vulnerabilities.
Understanding the value of what is so precious to them.
Being able to live a life of joy and excitement.
Learning the practices and skills that support and enable 
their wellbeing, social relationships, and capacities to 
innovate. 

Creative Learning Environments – the vision in action
Since 2007, I have been working with communities and schools 
to bring forth a new vision for learning, through various 
creative processes. In 2010, I initiated a creative community 
learning space, nSite. I invited the community of learners to 
participate in envisioning it together. nSite was launched in 
2011 with the potential of creativity as a significant force for 
our world – a model for the new classrooms of our time. 
In the following years, the values that support emerging 
learning spaces were crafted. The capacities of the educators 
and facilitators were also strengthened, through workshops 
hosted by specialized practitioners in areas that support 
creative learning environments. In 2016, I consolidated all the 
previous preparatory activities into a new education practice: 
‘the Teacher Host’. By 2017, the educators, practitioners and 
facilitators were ready to host and teach at the same time. 
The outcome was our first creative learning experience with 
students, described below.

Creative Exploration Day – a prototype
In October 2017, a Creative Exploration Day for youth between 
14 and 19 years was organized at nSite. They came from different 
schools in Beirut. Some were joined by their mothers and 
teachers. They were all welcomed into a creative learning studio. 
It opened the space for exploration into various areas that inspire 
and expand them beyond schooling programs. The schedule 
was flexible and offered different activities to choose from. The 
morning sessions took place in parallel, and included collective 
art making, creative envisioning, introductions to hackerspaces 
and biomimicry (10 am to 1 pm). These were followed by a 
community lunch and an afternoon session of spoken poetry 
and mindful movement (2 pm to 3:30 pm). The sessions were 
hosted by practitioners in their field, who had also acquired 

the art of creative hosting through working with me. My role 
was to co-design the activity processes, to set the tone of the 
day, to cultivate a nurturing creative learning space, to hold 
the welcoming and closing of each activity, and to harvest the 
generated collective wisdom. 

On this vibrant creative expression platform, science and 
art met, the senses including imagination were activated, and 
the youth celebrated themselves and each other. Here, they 
put what they learnt in their regular classes into practice, learnt 
how to operate and express both individually and collectively, 
and were free and connected at the same time. All attendees, 
youth and adults, were energized and empowered after the 
experience. Following are a few reflections from participating 
youth:

‘My experience at nSite was very interesting ... I had the opportunity 
to gain a broad perspective by exploring through creative stations’ 
(student, 16 yrs)

‘I felt the gathering was very eye-opening and pushed the 
boundaries of creativity, as well as helping express ourselves on a 
multitude of levels’ (student, 14 yrs)

In creative learning environments, the skills and practices are 
learnt experientially. How can schools respond to this invitation?

Bridging Learning with Life – a possibility
When the creative expression, whether in the arts or sciences, 
crystallizes, it is essential to nurture it as an evolving, core 
driving force; otherwise it would be relegated to the status 
of ‘hobby’, with its real influence dissolving. The first step is 
to make it visible – to showcase both students’ creative work 
and the process of creation. There is a possibility for youth 
to create an appropriate platform that enables the outreach 
of their work. During this process, they will learn about the 
importance of appreciation, how to set a value for their work 
and the various available forms of exchange – financial and 
resource-based. Those active principles will prepare them to be 
entrepreneurs. An example would be for the youth to develop 
and manage an online platform (creativity) where they exhibit 
their creations, and receive financial appreciation which goes 
towards organizations or causes they want to support (service). 
By connecting academic learning with their creative energy, 
adolescents are empowered in their relationship with real life.

Creative Leadership: the way forward 
I have collated all the elements I introduced in this article 
under one framework which I call ‘Creative Leadership’. 
When we recognize that creative learning environments 
are the cornerstones of a healthy, thriving future for our 
children and future generations, the question becomes, 
what will schools choose: the status-quo, or expanding and 
evolving to bring those qualities into reality? I choose the 
bridging of ‘creative leadership’ with existing systems and 
engaging all stakeholders in the process. I have a model 
and methodology to put this into practice – to cultivate 
internal cultures that support the development of creative 
leadership. I choose co-creating practical applications with 
leaders, educators and entrepreneurs in the education and 
community development fields. What will you choose?

Hala Makarem is Founder of nSite. 
Email: halamakarem@gmail.com
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